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the principle of having such advice, 
which is to separate it from policy.”
Politicians on the science committees 
of both houses of parliament back 
the belief that the independence of 
scientific advisers should be built 
in to ministerial codes of practice. 
The House of Lords science and 
technology committee said that 
ministers must recognise “independent 
scientific advisory committees, and 
also the individual members of such 
committees, and ensure that explicit 
conventions are agreed on their right to 
express themselves publicly”.
Evan Harris, the Liberal Democrat 
spokesperson on science, said 
when the draft guidelines were 
published: “The proposal that neither 
the government nor the adviser 
‘should act to undermine mutual 
trust’ presupposes that all potential 
advisers respect and trust politicians.” 
To restrict advisers to the subset who 
trust and respect the home secretary 
of the day is “tantamount to casting 
the fishing net into a friendly puddle 
and ignoring the heaving seas”.
“The idea of developing a 
shared position might blur the 
boundary between objective 
scientific advice and policy. 
It seems to go against what 
should be the principle of hav-
ing such advice.”
Tracy Brown, of the charity Sense 
About Science, said that the letter 
clearly reflected a wider concern in the 
scientific community. “We have received
over 200 items of correspondence 
expressing frustration that, instead 
of affirming its commitment to the 
basic principle of independence, the 
government has cut out academic 
freedom and made suggestions 
that add greater uncertainty to the 
relationship,” she said.
“Despite this, we believe the 
government still has an opportunity to 
restore the confidence of the scientific 
community by agreeing a strong set 
of principles for scientific advice and 
incorporating relevant aspects of it 
into the ministerial code.”
Lord Drayson said: “The points of 
contention are fairly unanimous and 
I’m keen to address them, but we 
need to look closely at all responses.”Five years ago the tropical plant 
jatropha was hailed by investors and 
scientists as a breakthrough in the 
effort to find a viable biofuel that would 
not further impoverish developing 
countries by diverting resources away 
from food production.
The seeds of the plant produce 
high levels of non-edible oil that 
can be blended with diesel and help 
governments meet their commitments 
to cut carbon emissions and counter 
climate change.
Jatropha is considered to be 
resistant to drought and pests and able 
to grow on land that was unsuitable for 
food production. But researchers have 
found that it has failed to live up to 
initial hopes in some countries.
Millions of the plants have been 
grown across many countries but 
growers have been hit by poor yields, 
conflict of land use and lack of 
infrastructure to process the oil-rich 
seeds.
“Jatropha is being talked of as a 
crop that will grow on marginal and 
uncultivated land, and which will not 
compete with mainstream cultivation,” 
says Sharachchandra Lele, a scientist 
The prospect of obtaining renewable 
energy from some sources is causing 
concern. Nigel Williams reports.
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“But this is not what is happening 
in practice. Some state governments 
are promoting its cultivation on regular 
agricultural land, where it will displace 
existing crops, including food crops,” 
says Lele.
The Indian government has 
promoted the crop and stipulated 
that, by 2017, all petrol and diesel fuel 
must contain 20 per cent biofuel, in an 
effort to reduce the country’s carbon 
emissions.
Two Indian research institutes were 
claimed to have initially reported a yield 
of 7.5 tonnes per hectare of jatropha 
seeds under irrigated conditions. 
And a 2007 report by the state-run 
National Oilseeds and Vegetable Oils 
Development Board predicted yields of 
three to five tonnes per hectare.
But research by Atree suggests that 
yields under normal conditions were 
less than one tonne per hectare and 
suggested it was doubtful yields could 
ever reach those earlier claimed.
But these claims have not dashed 
the hopes for the crop in the longer 
term. “It all depends on how you 
manage the crop,” says Subhas 
Patnaik, chief operating officer of 
Mission Biofuels, which started 
cultivating jatropha in 2007 and 
currently manages around 130,000 
hectares in five states.
“The whole challenge is how to get 
better yields from this crop and once 
you are able to prove that to the farmer  
Dwindling: The hope that the tropical jatropha plant may provide a vast source of environmen-
tally friendly biofuel is being questioned. (Photo: Joerg Boethling/Alamy.)
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going to be a miracle,” says Patnaik.
But Lele disagrees. “Neither for 
energy security nor for mitigating 
carbon emissions is jatropha cultivation 
by any means the first option,” he says. 
“We are basically subsidising the urban 
elite’s petrol consumption at the cost of 
rural livelihoods and food production.” 
The oil company BP had planned a 
major joint venture to set up jatropha 
plantations but has now pulled out and 
the charity ActionAid, in a report last 
month, said that jatropha needs to be 
grown on prime food-grade land to 
produce significant yields.
According to one estimate up to 
one million hectares of jatropha are 
being cultivated worldwide, despite 
little evidence that much of the crop 
will produce significant, economically 
viable, yields.
But interest still persists. The 
German carmaker, Daimler, announced 
last month a new project to support the 
planting of 100 hectares of jatropha in 
southern India. Their five-year research 
project completed in 2007 suggested 
that jatropha was suitable for the 
production of high-quality biodiesel.But Meredith Alexander, head of 
trade at the charity ActionAid and co-
author of its ‘Meals per Gallon’ report, 
said: “Jatropha was the subject of an 
explosion of fabulous propaganda. But 
this was an untried crop at commercial 
levels and the many thousands of 
marginal farmers who had gone into 
production have been experimented 
on with disastrous results,” she said. 
“They are simply not getting the 
income they were promised and now 
cannot afford food for their families.”
While there might be enthusiasm 
for the quality of any fuel derived from 
jatropha, a project announced last 
month, of quite different scale, is already 
raising questions about another source 
of biofuel. British Airways announced 
that it would build what is believed to be 
the Europe’s first plant to manufacture 
‘biojet fuel’ using food scraps and other 
waste in an attempt to cut greenhouse 
gas emissions from its aircraft.
But the regulatory body on aviation 
fuel, at the Ministry of Defence, has yet 
to give its approval for use. BA said it 
was confident that the new fuel would 
be certified in the UK by the time the 
plant was built in 2014. And, even if this didn’t happen, aircraft would still 
be able to use it as it had been given 
approval in the US for use in aircraft 
fuel.
One key concern is that biofuels 
can have lower energy than traditional 
kerosene and that aircraft engines 
would not be able to use fuel of lower 
energy content.
Airlines have so far carried out only a 
few test flights using biofuel. In the US, 
there is one plant already producing 
biofuel similar to the one planned 
by BA. Authorities in the US allow 
a maximum of 50 per cent blend of 
biofuel with kerosene.
BA said the new plant at full capacity 
could convert 500,000 tonnes of waste 
per year into 16 million gallons of biojet 
fuel.
But critics say the process for biofuel 
production could be detrimental in 
other ways. Friends of the Earth said 
more land would be taken up to grow 
crops and trees for biofuels for planes, 
pushing out food production. “What 
happens in five years if this kind of 
feedstock becomes too expensive 
or scarce?” says spokesperson, 
Kenneth Richter.
